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(54) A heat transfer unit 

(57) In a laptop computer (10), CPU-generated heat 
is thermally conducted passively to a radiator-like ele- 
ment (80) disposed behind the LCD (70), which uses 
the heat to warm the LCD (70). The CPU (20) is sur- 
rounded by a liquid-tight housing (40) containing a bi- 
phase coolant (130). A first tube (110) in fluid commu- 
nication with an outlet port (1 60) in the housing (40) con- 
veys heat-vaporized coolant to an input port (90) on the 
radiator (80). The coolant flows through a plurality of col- 



umns (240) formed in the radiator-like element (80), 
transferring heat and condensing in the process. The 
transferred heat is radiated to the LCD (70), which is 
desirably warmed in the process. The condensed cool- 
ant is conducted from an outlet port (100) in the radiator- 
like element (80) through a second tube (1 20) to an input 
port (50) in the housing (40). A pressure sensor (220) 
may be included to provide a coolant pressure drop sig- 
nal that can be used to shutdown the CPU (20) in the 
event of a coolant leak. 
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Description 

The present invention relates generally to a heat 
transfer unit and in particular to a heat transfer unit for 
use with a laptop computer with a liquid crystal display 

Modem laptop computers are battery powered, and 
weigh less than perhaps 6 pounds (13.2 Kg), and are 
expected to operate for several hours before the battery 
requires recharging or replacement. Such computers in- 
clude a high speed central processing unit ("CPU") and 
a liquid crystal display ("LCD"). The design of such com- 
puters involves conflicting considerations directed to 
cooling the CPU and to heating the LCD, while minimiz- 
ing battery drain and weight. 

On one hand, because the CPU is very compact 
and operates at a high clock rate that may exceed 50 
MHz, the CPU dissipates several watts of power as heat 
(8 W for a m 586" or -Pentium" CPU). The surtace of a 
'586 CPU may reach 95°C, despite the use of a heat 
sink and/or a cooling fan. A heat sink adds weight and 
adds perhaps $8 to the manufacturing cost of a laptop. 
A fan adds even more weight, perhaps $12 in cost, and 
undesirably drains perhaps 2 W power from the battery, 
shortening battery operating time. 

In an attempt to decrease weight and to eliminate 
fan power consumption, CPUs are cooled using heat 
pipes through which fluorine or water is passively circu- 
lated. Although such techniques can cool a CPU, a leak 
in the cooling system can go undetected. The result is 
that the uncooled CPU (typically a $400 component) can 
overheat and self-destruct within a minute or so. 

On the other hand, although it is necessary to cool 
the CPU, it may also be necessary to heat the LCD to 
prevent it from becoming sluggish or inoperable at tem- 
peratures below about-9°C. In fact, laptop computers 
designed to military specification include a mesh-like 
wire heating element disposed behind the LCD display. 
This heating element permits normal LCD operation at 
such low temperatures but consumes about 3-5 W of 
power from the laptop battery. Unfortunately, the power 
required to heat the LCD shortens the battery operating 
time. 

Thus, there is a need for an inexpensive, light 
weight system for cooling a CPU in a laptop computer, 
which system permits instant detection of a cooling sys- 
tem failure. Further, there is a need for a system for heat- 
ing a LCD in a laptop computer without using power from 
the laptop battery. 

It is an object of the present invention to provide a 
system which fulfils both of these needs. 

According to a first aspect of the present invention 
there is provided a heat-transfer unit for a portable com- 
puter having a central processor unit (CPU) integrated 
circuit and a liquid crystal display (LCD), the heat-trans- 
fer unit is characterized by a heat dissipating coolant- 
conducting element adjacent a rear surface of said LCD, 
said element having an inlet port and an outlet port; a 
coolant-containing chamber, surrounding said CPU, 



having an inlet port and an outlet port; a first coolant- 
carrying conductor coupling said outlet port of said cool- 
ant-containing chamber with said inlet port of said cool- 
ant-conducting element; a second coolant-carrying con- 
5 ductor coupling said outlet port of said coolant-conduct- 
ing element with said inlet port of said coolant-contain- 
ing chamber; a biphase coolant occupying at least a por- 
tion of a coolant path defined by said coolant-conducting 
element, the first and second coolant-carrying conduc- 
10 tors, and said coolant-containing chamber; wherein 
heat generated by said CPU is carried by said coolant 
in the first conductor to said element where at least a 
portion of said heat warms said LCD, wherein said cool- 
ant changes phase and is returned by the second con- 
is ductor to said chamber at a lower. temperature whereat 
said CPU is cooled. 

According to a second aspect of the present inven- 
tion there is provided a portable computer, including: a 
liquid crystal display (LCD); a central processor unit 
20 (CPU) and integrated circuit disposed adjacent a rear 
surface of said LCD such that at least a portion of the 
heat generated by said CPU warms said LCD. 

The CPU is surrounded by a liquid-tight housing, 
which has inlet and outlet ports. These ports are coupled 
25 to first ends of the flexible tubes, whose second ends 
are coupled to outlet and inlet ports of the radiator. The 
radiator includes a plurality ol heat conducting thin 
walled columns. A preferably biphase coolant circulates 
passively within the cooling system defined by the hous- 
30 ing, tubes, and radiator. Within the house, Heat from the 
CPU is transferred to the coolant. The heat vaporizes 
the coolant, which flows passively through the housing 
outlet port, through a tube, through the radiator inlet port 
and into the radiator. 
35 The coolant flows through the thin walled columns 
and condenses, transferring heat to the radiator. At least 
a portion of this CPU-generated heat is radiated to the 
LCD, warming it. Gravity and internal pressure help the 
now fluid coolant flow to the radiator outlet port, through 
^0 a tube, through the housing inlet port and back into the 
housing. In this fashion, the CPU is cooled and the CPU- 
generated heat warms the LCD. If desired, a silicon gel 
may instead be used as a coolant. 

The biphase coolant boils at constant pressure, 
^5 which means any pressure drop will signal a coolant 
leak. Thus, one embodiment of the present invention 
provides a coolant pressure monitor that can instantly 
detect a leak in the cooling system. A pressure drop sig- 
nal from this can be used to instantly shutdown the CPU, 
50 thus protecting it from thermal damage or destruction. 

An embodiment of the present invention will now be 
described by way of example, with reference to the ac- 
companying drawings, in which:- 

55 Fig. 1 is a breakaway perspective view of a laptop 
computer including a system for passively cooling 
the CPU and for passively heating the LCD : in ac- 
cordance with the present invention; 
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Fig. 2 is a detailed depiction of the CPU housing 
and coolant-carrying tubes of Fig.1. 

Fig. 3A depicts a radiator coupled to passively warm 
an LCD using CPU-generated heat, in accordance 5 
with the present invention; 

Fig. 3B is a cross-sectional view of the liquid crystal 
display and condenser shown in Fig. 3A; 

Fig. 4 depicts an embodiment of the present inven- 
tion in which the CPU is mounted vertically behind 
the LCD for passive heat transfer to the LCD. 

Fig. 1 shows a laptop computer 10 that includes a 
CPU 20 mounted to a motherboard 30 and surrounded 
by a liquid-tight CPU housing 40 having an inlet port 50 
and an outlet port 60. The laptop computer also includes 
a LCD 70, behind which is disposed a honeycombed 
radiator-iike element 80 having an inlet port 90 and an 
outlet port 100. For ease of understanding, radiator 80 
is depicted as though it were lifted vertically somewhat 
from behind the LCD 70. 

Respective port pairs 60-90 and 50-100 on housing 
40 and the radiator 80 are in fluid communication via 
first and second coolant conducting tubes 110 and 120. 
A preferably biphase coolant 130 circulates passively 
within the cooling system defined by housing 40, tubes 
110 and 120, and radiator 80. Although for ease of illus- 
tration Fig. 1 depicts a system with only two pair of tubes, 
and a corresponding two pair of housing and radiator 
ports, in practice a greater number of tubes (and ports) 
may be used. Laptop computer 10 is powered by a bat- 
tery 140, and includes keys 150, a housing 160, as well 
as other components not directly involved with the 
present invention. 

With reference to Fig. 2, housing 40 preferably is 
fabricated from beryllium copper, and may be bonded 
to the motherboard 30 with epoxy 200. Beryllium copper 
is preferred because of its light weight and excellent 
heat transfer characteristics, although other materials 
could be substituted. Housing 40 forms a hermetically 
sealed unit that surrounds CPU 20 with coolant 130. 
When CPU 20 is a '586, housing 40 will be approximate- 
ly 17 mm long, 17 mm wide and about 3 mm high. Fig. 
2 depicts an embodiment in which housing 40 includes 
two pairs of ports. 50, 50', and 60, 60', although a greater 
number of ports may of course be provided. To avoid 
cluttering Fig. 2, while coolant-carrying tubes 110, 120 
are shown proximate ports 60 and 50, similar tubes 110' 
and 120' are not depicted proximate ports 60' and 50'. 

As shown in Fig. 2, tubes 110 and 120 preferably 
are triaxial. Each tube preferably has an inner coating 
170 of polyethylene, an intermediate layer 180 of Te- 
flonTM material, and an outermost layer 190 of poly- 
urethane. Inner coating 170 preserves purity of the cir- 
culating coolant 1 30 and thus promotes efficient transfer 
of heat generated by the CPU 20. Intermediate layer 180 



further seals the coolant and promotes flexibility of tubes 
120 and 130, while outermost layer 190 contributes to 
mechanical strength. Tubes 110 and 120 preferably are 
co-extruded and will each have an outer diameter of 
about 1/16" (1.58 mm). Alternatively, such tubes may be 
purchased commercially from Dow Chemical, located at 
Pittsburgh, Pennsylvania. 

It is understood that if housing 40 provides, say, N 
pair of inlet and outlet ports, then N pair of tubes 110 
and 120 will be present. Thus, Fig. 3A depicts a config- 
uration in which N=3 pairs of tubes are present. The total 
transverse dimension of the resultant ribbon of six tubes 
would be approximately 3/8" (9.52 mm) by 1/16" (1 .58 
mm) in height. Regardless of how many tubes are used, 
the ribbon of tubes 110, 120 is flexible and readily per- 
mits hinging the LCD portion of the laptop from the open 
position shown in Fig. 1 to a closed position (not shown). 
However, mechanical reliability of the tube portion of the 
cooling system is promoted by mounting CPU 20 on a 
portion of motherboard 30 near the LCD hinging mech- 
anism 2 1 0 associated with housing 160. 

Preferably coolant 1 30 is a biphase material, such 
as Flourin-ertTM, available from 3M Company, located 
at St. Paul, Minnesota. Heat from CPU 20 transfers to 
coolant 130, which evaporates at very low pressure, e. 
g., 0.25 psi at 70°C. The thus vaporized coolant then 
moves passively through outlet port 60 into tube 1 1 0 and 
is delivered to inlet port 90 of the radiator 80. The coolant 
then passes through element 90, which radiates the 
conveyed heat to LCD 70. In the process of moving 
through element 80 and transferring its heat, coolant 
1 30 condenses, and moves vertically downward, aided 
by gravity. The coolant is then conveyed by its own low 
internal pressure and flow in liquid form from outlet port 
100, through tube 120, through inlet port 50 back into 
the housing 40. CPU-generated heat then re-vaporizes 
the coolant, repeating the heat transfer process. 

Because the biphase coolant evaporates at a con- 
stant pressure, a change in pressure within the cooling 
system of perhaps 10% or more signals a coolant leak. 
Understandably, a coolant leak can cause CPU 20 to 
self-destruct from heat within a matter of a minute or so. 
Thus, a pressure monitor 220 may be mounted within, 
or otherwise in fluid communication with, housing 40, as 
shown in Fig. 2. Leads 230 from monitor 220 are cou- 
pled to the motherboard 30 and to appropriate pin or 
pins on the CPU 20. 

Monitor 220 may be implemented as a simple pres- 
sure diaphragm, at a cost of a dollar or less. Any pres- 
sure loss will move the diaphragm, closing (or opening) 
an electrical contact across which voltage from battery 
140 may be coupled. A low-pressure output signal from 
monitor 220 may be used to shutdown normal CPU op- 
eration in the event of coolant loss. Some CPUs, for ex- 
ample, include a pin to which a signal may be coupled 
to slow or even terminate normal CPU clocking. In this 
fashion, the CPU is automatically and inexpensively 
protected against thermal damage in the event of a cool- 
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ant leakage. 

The above-described detection of coolant loss and 
CPU protection is not available with prior art systems 
that use water or fluorine, as such coolants do not evap- 
orate at constant pressure. As a result any monitored s 
pressure drop in a prior art system could mean simply 
that the coolant is changing phase at a different temper- 
ature, that the heat transfer has altered, or perhaps that 
a coolant loss has occurred. 

As shown in Fig.s 3A and 3B : radiator 80 includes 10 
a plurality of vertically inclined thin walled columns 240. 
Preferably columns 240 include perforations 242, and 
are hexagon or sinusoidal shaped in cross-section. 
These columns preferably have a transverse column di- 
mension of perhaps 1/16" (1 .56 mm) and preferably are is 
formed from aluminium having a wall thickness of per- 
haps 0.02 mm. The use of perforated columns helps 
promote flow of the coolant 130 within and through ra- 
diator-like element 80. If present, a useful size for per- 
forations 242 is in the range of about 0.25 mm diameter 20 
to 0.5 mm diameter, although other than circular-shaped 
perforations could be used. The upper surface 250 and 
lower surface 260 of element 80 are spaced-apart from 
the uppermost and lowermost surfaces of the columns 
by perhaps 8" (203 mm). Upper element surface 250 is 25 
separated from the inside of upper surface 264 of the 
upper portron 266 of housing 160 by a gap that is suffi- 
ciently large as to not impede flow of coolant 130, e.g., 
perhaps about 1 mm to about 4 mm. 

The column portion of radiator-like element 80 may 30 
be purchased commercially from Dupont Company, lo- 
cated in Wilmington, Delaware. The front-to-back thick- 
ness D of element 80 will be determined by strength con- 
siderations, and is perhaps 0. 1 25" (3 mm) for a LCD that 
measures 10.4" (26.4 cm) diagonally. In the embodi- 35 
ment of Fig. 3A, three inlet ports 90, 90', 90", three outlet 
ports 100, 100', 100", and six flexible tubes 130, 130*, 
130", 120, 120', 120" are shown. Vaporized coolant 130 
enters radiator- 1 ike element 80 through tubes 1 30, 1 30', 
130", and globally enters the tops of the columns 240. 40 
During laptop use, LCD 70 is oriented substantially ver- 
tically (as shown in Fig. 1), and gravity promotes down- 
ward movement of the coolant through the columns 240 
within the radiator-like element 80. 

As best seen in Fig. 3B, the front or LCD-facing por- 
tion 270 of element 80 is adjacent to and is sized to ap- 
proximate the surface area of the rear surface 280 of 
LCD 70. Front portion 270 preferably is fabricated from 
a light weight material having good heat transfer prop- 
erties, aluminium or beryllium, for example. so 

CPU-generated heat carried by the coolant is trans- 
ferred to the aluminium thin walls defining the radiator 
columns, from whence the heat is coupled to the front 
portion 270 of element 80. CPU-generated heat coupled 
to front portion 270 heats the rear surface 280 of liquid ss 
crystal display 70 by conduction. Conduction and radi- 
ation help heat LCD 70 such that even in cold ambient 
temperature, the LCD operates normally. As the heat 
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transfer occurs, biphase coolant 1 30 changes from gas- 
eous to liquid phase, and exits the lower portion of ele- 
ment 80 through the outlet ports, here 100, 100', 100", 
assisted by gravity. The internal pressure of the coolant 
helps move the now lower temperature coolant through 
tubes 120, 120', 120" to the CPU housing 40. 

As shown in Fig s 3A and 3B, the rear portion 282 
of radiator 80 preferably is a thermal insulator, such as 
epoxy graphite. Portion 282 helps minimize heat loss 
from radiator 80, other than to the liquid crystal display 
70. However as shown in Fig. 3A, if desired, the efficien- 
cy of the heat transfer may be control-iably reduced. Ef- 
ficiency reduction is inhibited by including a quasi-heat 
insulator member 290 between LCD 70 and element 80. 
Member 290 may, for example, include regions having 
perforations, slits, or the like. Heat transfer through such 
regions is relatively efficient compared to heat transfer 
through the remainder of member 290. 

In practice, the present invention provides a thermal 
resistivity of about 0.05 °CA/Vatt to about 0.1 °C/Watt, 
and can passively reduce the surface temperature of a 
'586 CPU from perhaps 95°C to about 70°C. At the 
same time, the heat (or at least a portion of the heat) 
dissipated by the CPU is passively coupled to the LCD, 
which is desirably warmed to perhaps 65° F (18 °C). So 
warmed, the LCD will operate normally at ambient tem- 
peratures at least as low as -9° C. 

The cost to fabricate the present invention in quan- 
tity is perhaps $6, which is less than the cost to cool the 
CPU with a heat sink or fan. The weight contributed by 
the present invention is about 17 g for a 10.4" (26.4 cm) 
LCD, and about 23 g for an 11 .3" (28.7 cm) LCD. Further, 
the present invention may be retrofitted to existing lap- 
top computers. 

It will be appreciated that the cooling aspect of the 
present invention may be utilized without using the 
CPU-generated heat to cool a LCD. The described bi- 
phase cooling system could, for example, radiate heat 
through a radiator-like element mounted at the bottom 
of the laptop computer. 

Alternatively, as shown in Fig. 4, at least the CPU- 
containing portion of a motherboard 30' may be mount- 
ed vertically in a laptop computer 10', with the CPU 20 
facing forward. The CPU is thus placed in thermal con- 
tact with a heat radiator element 300 whose front-facing 
surface 310 is in thermal contact with the rear surface 
280 of the LCD. Element 300 may be a plane of heat 
conducting material such as metal, and sinks heat from 
the CPU and radiates at least a portion of the heat to 
the rear of the LCD. If desired, a quasi-thermal insulator 
280 may be provided between element 300 and the LCD 
to control thermal transfer therebetween. Because the 
CPU 20 and element 300 are in intimate physical con- 
tact, coolant 130, tubes 130, 120, and a honeycombed 
radiator-like element 80 may be dispensed with. 

While the preferred embodiments have been de- 
scribed with respect to a biphase coolant, a silicon gel 
coolant that becomes fluid at elevated temperature 
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could perhaps also be used. Such gels have a thermal 
conductivity that may be tailored by design, and have 
the advantage of not leaking. 



Claims 

1. A heat-transfer unit for a portable computer (10) 
having a central processor unit (CPU) (20) integrat- 
ed circuit (230) and a liquid crystal display (LCD) 
(70), the heat-transfer unit is characterized by a 
heat dissipating coolant-conducting element (80) 
adjacent a rear surface of said LCD (70), said ele- 
ment (80) having an inlet port (90) and an outlet port 
(100); a coolant-containing chamber (40), sur- 
rounding said CPU (20), having an inlet port (50) 
and an outlet port (60); a first coolant-carrying con- 
ductor (110) coupling said outlet port (60) of said 
coolant-containing chamber (40) with said inlet port 
(90) of said coolant-conducting element (80); a sec- 
ond coolant-carrying conductor (1 20) coupling said 
outlet port (100) of said coolant-conducting element 
(80) with said inlet port (50) of said coolant-contain- 
ing chamber (40); a biphase coolant (130) occupy- 
ing at least a portion of a coolant path defined by 
said coolant-conducting element (80), the first and 
second coolant-carrying conductors (110, 120) : and 
said coolant-containing chamber (40); wherein heat 
generated by said CPU (20) is carried by said cool- 
ant in the first conductor (1 1 0) to said element (80) 
where at least a portion of said heat warms said 
LCD (70), wherein said coolant changes phase and 
is returned by the second conductor (120) to said 
chamber (40) at a lower temperature whereat said 
CPU (20) is cooled. 

2. A heat-transfer unit according to claim 1 , character- 
ized in that said element (80) has a plurality of cool- 
ant-conducting columns (240) that are vertically ori- 
ented when said LCD (70) and said element (80) 
are vertically oriented. 

3. A heat-transfer unit according to claim 1 or claim 2, 
characterized in that said coolant-conducting col- 
umns (240) have at least one characteristic select- 
ed from the group consisting of (i) said columns are 
perforated, (if) said columns have a transverse col- 
umn dimension of about 1.5 mm, (iii) said columns 
are formed from aluminium, (iv) said columns are 
formed from metal having a well thickness of about 
0.02 mm, (v) said columns define a hexagon shape 
in cross-section, and (vi) said perforated columns 
define a sinusoidal shape in cross-section. 

4. A heat-transfer unit according to any one of the pre- 
ceding claims, characterized in that said inlet port 
(90) of said element (80) is at a more elevated re- 
gion of said element (80) than said outlet port (100) 



when said element (80) and said LCD (70) are ver- 
tically oriented. 

5. A heat -transfer unit according to any one of the pre- 
5 ceding claims, characterized in that said coolant- 
containing chamber (40) is fabricated from material 
including beryllium copper. 

6. A heat-transfer unit according to any one of the pre- 
io ceding claims, characterized in that at least one of 

said first coolant -carrying conductor (110) and said 
second coolant-carrying conductor (120) has at 
least one characteristic selected from the group 
consisting of (i) said conductor is triaxial in cross- 
es section, (ii) said conductor includes a layer of poly- 
ethylene material, (iii) said conductor includes a lay- 
er of TeflonTM material, and (iv) said conductor in- 
cludes a layer of polyurethane material. 

20 7. a heat -transfer unit according to any one of the pre- 
ceding claims, characterized by a thermal insulator 
disposed on a rear surface (282) of said heat dissi- 
pating coolant-conducting element (80). 

25 8. A heat -transfer unit according to any one of the pre- 
ceding claims, characterized by means (220) for 
monitoring pressure in said coolant path; and 
means (230) for at least slowing operation of said 
CPU (20), coupled to said means (220) for monttor- 

30 hg, for slowing operation of said CPU (20) in the 
event of a monitored pressure drop exceeding a 
known threshold. 

9. A heat -transfer unit of a quasi-neat insulating mem- 
35 ber (290) disposed between a rear surface (280) of 

said LCD (70) and an LCD-facing surface (270) of 
said heat dissipating coolant-conducting element 
(80); wherein said member (290) alters efficiency of 
heat transfer from said element (80) to said LCD 
40 (70). 

10. A portable computer (10), including: a liquid crystal 
display (LCD) (70); a central processor unit (CPU) 
(20) and integrated circuit (230) disposed adjacent 

45 a rear surface (280) of said LCD (70) such that at 
least a portion of the heat generated by said CPU 
(20) warms said LCD (70). 



so 



55 



35 



40 



5 




6 




7 




8 



EP 0 767 415 A2 




EP 0 767 41 5 A2 




10 



